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An Area of Darkness 


The inscrutable decree of providence that placed the power of 
governing India in the hands of the British also made them 
responsible for ushering in a new era of science and technology, 
education and culture in this country. The renaissance, thus 
brought by the British rule, came to Orissa rather late and was 
in a state of chaos in the first half of the nineteenth century. 


As the British invaded Orissa, the fort of Barabati at 
Cuttack, the stronghold of the Marathas, fell into their hands 
on October 14, 1803. As a result, Cuttack became a separate 
Subah under the British. Soon after the British took a diplomatic 
step to conquer the territories which were outside the Cuttack 
province by persuading the Rajas to solicit British protection 
and to make an alliance with the company on payment of five 
gold mohurs annually as a matter of courtesy. Major Broughton 
concquered Sambalpur in January 1804 and the Maratha Governor 
Tantia Pharnavis withdrew to Nagpur. 


The British however followed a policy of peace and non- 
intervention after Lord Wellesley left India and returned the 
territories occupied in Orissa to the Maratha authority till 1818. 
After the provisional agreement with Madhoji Bhonsla (Appa 
Sahib). these territories were again brought under the British 
administration. 
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2 Gangadhar Meher 


The Oriyas suffered a great deal after the Bengal-Bihar- 
Orissa province was constituted. In 1860 the Sambalpur group 
of states with the exception of Bonai and Gangpur was 
transferred to the superintendent of Tributory Mahals, Cuttack 
and subsequently on April 30, 1862 Sambalpur was made over 
to the newly constituted Central Province. Bonai and Gangpur 
continued to remain with Chhota Nagpur. 


Thus, the Oriya-speaking tract was divided and disintegrated 
into three regions : Cuttack with its administrative headquarters 
in Calcutta, Sambalpur with that in Nagpur, Central Province, 
Gangpur and Bonai with that in Ranchi, Bihar. 


Devastated by famines and floods, deprived of political 
integrity, Orissa presented a dismal picture, which historians 
might describe as an area of darkness. Thus writes Dr. E. Rore, 
Inspector of Schools of the South-East Circle of Bengal, in 
1857 : 


It is to be regretted that no new educational operation can 
be carried out, for Orissa is at a great disadvantage compared 
with other districts. For the whole of Orissa, with an area 
of 52995 sq. miles and a population of 4534813 souls, less 
is expended than for the small district of Howrah, with an 
area of 800 sq. miles and a population of 750000 souls. 


It is better if less said about Sambalpur because it did not 
comprise a part of Orissa and as such Dr. Rore's remarks were 
not applicable to it. 


In the later part of the 19th century when Sambalpur was 
a district in the Central Province, administrative difficulty was 
felt for retaining Oriya as the official and court language of 
the district. The Government had to send Oriya-knowing officers 
to administer Sambalpur, which was the only Oriya-speaking 
district in the Central Province. It was to remove this difficulty 
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that the Government of Central Province made Hindi the official 
and court-language of Sambalpur with effect from January 1896. 
The people of Sambalpur whose mother-tongue was Oriya 
opposed this change vehemently. 


It may be noted that the Oriya spoken in Sambalpur district 
differs from that spoken in the coastal districts of Orissa. 
Generally known as Sambalpuri Oriya it is spoken in western 
parts of Orissa comprising the districts of Sambalpur, 
Bolangir, Kalahandi, Sundergarh and Phulbani. This variety of 
Oriya is also spoken by a large number of people in the 
adjacent districts of Madhya Pradesh such as Raipur, Raigarh 
and Surguja. Linguisticatly, Sambalpuri Oriya is surrounded by 
Bhatthuri in the south-west and is influenced by it to a great 
extent. 


Besides Sambalpuri Oriya, there are Laria and Chattisgarhi 
also spoken by a section of people like Agharias, Bhulias, 
Gonds, Malis, Sonars, Chamars etc. Laria, like Bagheli and 
Awadhi, is a dialect of eastern Hindi. 


Oriya is the only script used by the Oriyas, Sambalpuri- 
Oriyas and Laria-speaking people. In Madhya Pradesh where 
Laria is the common language, people use Devnagari script. 


Against such a background Gangadhar Meher, the immortal 
Oriya poet, was bom on 9 August 1862 (the full-moon day 
of Sravana) in a poor weaver-Bhulia family at Barapali, 
19 k.m. south of Bargarh, the sub-divisional headquarters of 
Sambalpur district. The village with its com fields and indige- 
nous industry of handloom fabrics is prosperous. It has a large 
number of temples, oldest among them being the temples of 
Samaleswari and Jagannath. The temple of Samaleswari with 
its beautiful tapering tower displays the style of Chauhan 
architecture, while the Jagannath temple is built in the Orissan 
style. 
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4 Gangadhar Meher 


Gangadhar gives a graphic description of his ancestors in 
his autobiography. 


My ancestors. I learnt, lived in Sambalpur town. My great 
grandfather Kesab Meher resided at Barapali. He had five 
sons, my grandfather being the youngest of the five. He was 
Sadasib by name. Weaving was his profession, but he 
practised Ayurvedic medicines too. Sadasib had two sons. 
Chaitanya. my father. was the elder one. who adopted 
ancestral protession. 


As a boy, I remember, 1 used to take bath before sunrise 
and go to temple to offer my prayers to Jagannath. I attended 
the Sankirtan. 1 heard from my grandmother that I also 
carried a mridanga and joined the chorus. 


Before my birth my father had started a charsali in our house 
and taught Bhagabar to his pupils. Teaching meant recitation 
of lyrics and learning preliminary principles of multiplica- 
tions. By the time I was about eight years old, my father 
had closed his charsali. So 1 went to one of his relatives 
and started with alphabet. This charsali was also closed 
before I had completed about three cantos of 
Rasapanchadhvaya. Looking at my plight. my father taught 
me to recite Nama-ratmageeta. 


My father was indolent by nature and neglected his weaving. 
Consequently, he had to incur heavy debt. Gradually, as he 
depended more and more on the income of his brothers for 
the livelihood of his family consisting of my mother, my 
two sisters, one elder and one younger, and inyself, lis 
brothers separated themselves from him. 


When Gangadhar was given to marriage at the age of ten, 
Chaityana, his father. incurred a loan of Rs. 60 which he had 
no means to repay. When this soared high with compound 
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interest, out of fear of a disaster he went to the Panchayat with 
a complaint that he was not allotted with his right share. 


After a lot of negotiations and quarrels he could however 
acquire one third of the movable property which is listed below 
by Gangadhar in this autobiography 


Cows and ‘Hifers’ 20 heads 
Bullocks 7 or 8 heads 
Old silver coin I 


Thread worth weaving 4 or 5 pairs of dhotis. 

Paddy already lent, 20 to 25 pudugs. 

The partition worked wonders and Chaitanya turned out to 
be a diligent worker at his looms. Poverty of the common man 


in the social system of the time could best be imagined from 
this account. 
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The Struggle 


In 1875 an upper primary school was founded by the Govern- 
ment at Barapali. Gangadhar's father, being coerced by the 
tahsildar under threat of penalty, admitted the boy in class 1. 
After completing the first year's course within six months, 
Gangadhar was promoted to class II. The list of text-books 
below consists of translations from Bengali to Oriya by 
Bichhanda Charan Pattanaik, Inspector of Schools 


Bodhodaya by Iswarchandra Vidyasagar — । 868. 
Charupatha by Akshya Kumar Datta — 868. 
Kadambari by Tarasankar Tarkaratna — 1868. 
Raghubansa by Chandrakanta Tarkaratna — 1868. 
Upakramanika by Iswarchandra Vidyasagar — 1869. 
Seetar Banabas by Iswarchandra Vidyasagar — 1869. 


The renderings of these books into Oriya language were not 
without flaws and both the style and matter suffered in the hands 
of those who were not adept in the art of translation. In addition 
to this, the geography of Central Province, arithmetic and history 
were also taught. Getting promotions every six months within 
a period of two and a half years, Gangadhar was sent up by 
Ghanashyam Mishra, the Headmaster of the school. for the 
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Normal Examination at Sambalpur. It was the month of July 
and the Mahanadi, the great river near Sambalpur town, was 
in full spate. His parents did not allow him to cross the river. 
Ghanashyam Mishra opened class IV in the school at his own 
cost and taught Raghubansa, algebra and trigonometry. Mishra 
was also teaching Sutrasar, Siddhartha Chandrika and books 
on Sanskrit grammar to Brahmin boys in the evening hours in 
his residence. Gangadhar attended those private classes. But he 
had to abandon his study when Mishra left Barapali on leave 
and never returned. 


Gangadhar assisted his father in weaving. He used to feel 
sad because he did not have a shirt during his school days. 
Once when the Inspector General of Schools came for inspec- 
tion, his father paid one rupee and four annas to the Headmaster, 
who purchased a long-cloth and gave it to the tailor for a gown. 
The gown was never fully stitched. Gangadhar mended it with 
his own hands and sparsely used it. Once his house took to 
fire and the looms were completely burnt to ashes. There was 
great difficulty in buying new looms. 


Banamali Acharya joined Barapali School as the Headmaster 
in 1878. After a short period he:left and Lakshmana Mishra 
stepped in. During this time the Normal School Examination 
was abolished, and Town School Examination and Village 
School Examination were introduced. Gangadhar went to 
Sambalpur in 1892 to appear at the Village School Examination. 
He failed in arithmetic and as such was given a native school 
pass certificate. In this year he was appointed as an amin under 
the zamindar of Barapali on a salary of Rs. 7 per month. 


Cuttack formed a part of the Bengal Province with its 
headquarters at Calcutta. Educational facilities here were much 
ahead of Sambalpur which had its administrative headquarters 
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at Nagpur. At the age of twenty Gangadhar passed his fifth 
class whereas at the same age Radhanath Roy published his 
Lekhabali. a collection of sonnets in Bengali. Madhusudan 
several articles in Utkal Darpana and Nandakishore his 
Pallichitra, a collection of pastoral poems. Gangadhar, obvi- 
ously. grew up in utter poverty and had hardly the benetit of 
proper education. 


It takes one to utter amazement as to how could this man 
at the looms, emerge trom such a hostile environment and raise 
himself to the status of the avant-garde in the literary arena 
of western Orissa. Gangadhar quickly grasped the latest trends 
prevalent in Oriya literature and established contact with 
Radhanath, Madhusudan and Fakir Mohan. He tried to be equal 
to them. He had before him the Sanskrit and medieval epics 
which so long had sustained Oriya culture amongst the middle 
class. He imbibed all that was best in literary and cultural 
tradition of Orissa to create something authentic. 


Oriya literature prior to the second half of the nineteenth 
century was dominated by religion. The romantic love of Radha 
and Krishna was treated in various forms and modes which often 
resulted in erotics of the Sahajiya Vaisnava cult. At the later 
stage, however, Kabisurya Baladeba Rath in his Kishore 
Chandrananda Champu treated this theme of love with subtely 
while Gopala Krishna in his padavali made it much more 
human. This theme after these great poets tended to be rather 
vulgar in the forms of Jai Phula, Dal Khai and Rasar Keli. In 
the second half of this century emerged Bhima Blhoi (1853). 
a poet of the Alekha cult in the forest of Rairakhol and sang 
in praise of the Being without Form. He was indeed a 
metaphysical poet of great vision. 


Modernism in -Oriya literature was the outcome of the 
conflict between the old and the new ideas that came into being 
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in the mid-nineteenth century. In 1873 the first Oriya magazine, 
Utkal Darpana, was published imbibing new ideas. The old 
Hiterury tradition which had been modelled after the Sanskrit 
classics gradually waned out at the wake of humanism evoked 
by the spreud of Western fanguage and culture. Michael 
Madhusudan Dutta, harbinger of this modernity, had published 
his Meghanada Badha Kavya written in blank verse after the 
tashion of Shakespeare and Milton and immediately captivated 
the imagination of the newly educated youths of Orissa. The 
introduction of sonnet form too was a fascination. The lyrics 
of Shelley, Keats, Byron and Sir Walter Scott had their own 
impact too. Radhanath Roy, a Bengali domiciled at Soro in the 
district of Balasore in Orissa. with sensitive mind and poetic 
talent. was first to receive Western education. He abandoned 
writing in Bengali at the instance of Bhudeb Mukhopadhyay 
and soon switched to Oriya. 


Gangadhar was joined by Madhusudan Rao and Fakir Mohan 
Senapati. Radhanath's Kedar Gouri, a lyrical poem, an adap- 
tation of a Greek myth was published in 1886 and was widely 
appreciated. The Greek story, however, invited severe criticism 
from the high brows who branded it as outlandish and immoral 
and thus unacceptable. Until twenty years of age. Gangadhar 
was completely unaware of the trends in the contemporary 
literature. When working as a land surveyor under Rai Bahadur 
Nruparaj Singh Deb, zamindar of Barapali, he started reading 
Oriya classics of the medieval period. Intluenced by Upendra 
Bhanja, the great poet of the Reeti Yuga who had composed 
his kavyas in the tradition of the great Sanskrit classics, 
Gangadhar wrote his first kavya, Rasa Ratnakar. Each line 
of this kavya begins with the alphabet ‘ra’ and Gangadhar's 
success in following the medieval literary tradition was 
surprising. 
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It is said that Surya Mitra, tutor of the prince of Barapali. 
read this composition and advised the poet to attempt something 
modern. Gangadhar abandoned his Rasa Ratnakar and wrote 
Ahalya Staba, this time in Sardula Bikridita Chhanda, one of 
the difficult Sanskrit metrical forms. By this time, he had Known 
Radhanath Roy and sent it to him in 1893 for his opinion. 


It was a time greatly embarassing for Radhanath Roy. He 
had become the central point of a conflict arising out of two 
different ideals : one set by Upendra Bhanja, whose kavyas, 
though amorous, never advocated pre-marital love, the other, 
by Western and Greek literary tradition, introduced by Radha- 
nath. The reactionaries, headed by Lala Ramnarayan Roy in 
Orissa, vehemently criticised Radhanath as a betrayer of Indian 
values and upheld the banner of Upendra Bhanja as the 
greatest poet ever born. Two periodicals, Bijulee published from 
Debgarh in Bamanda state and Indra Dhanu from Balasore, 
crossed swords in word battle one supporting Radhanath and 
the other Upendra Bhanja during 1893-94. Before the battle took 
an ugly turn, Radhanath, with humility, acknowledged the 
greatness of Upendra Bhanja. But for doing so his reputation 
increased and he was widely acclaimed as the harbinger of the 
new era. 


Gangadhar took note of this development and seemed to 
appreciate the new trend. He rejected his first composition 
Rasa Ratnakar and never published it. But there was an 
undercurrent of unrest somewhere. Nandakishore Bal had written 
to Gangadhar : ‘There is no depiction of an ideal character in 
Oriya literature. Who would make up this deficit in the treasure 
of jewels of the works of poet Radhanath ?” Gangadhar while 
acknowledging Radhanath as the undisputed architect of modern 
poetry, was aware of the fact that Radhanath lacked in 
depicting a woman character of national status. Radhanath's 
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Gouri, Chandrabhaga, Nandikesari and Parbati are modelled 
after Thysbe, Daphone, Atlanta, etc, do not conform to the 
ideal of Indian womanhood. Radhanath has not depicted the 
nobleness of human character in the Indian context. 


Radhanath acknowledged the receipt of Ahalya Staba from 
Gangadhar and wrote him back on 31.1.93 : ‘Your power of 
composition is no doubt praiseworthy. But there might be a 
division of opinions whether Sardiuda Bikridita Chhanda is 
natural to the Oriya language. Yet you have achieved a great 
success using this metre.’ 


Ahalya Staba (the Prayer of Ahalya) forms a part of Balmiki 
Ramayana. It is the story of Ahalya, who for her adultery with 
Indra and Surya, was cursed by Goutam, her consort, to be 
transformed to a piece of rock. When Rama touched the said 
rock, Ahalya turned back to human form. 


Gangadhar wrote this in Oriya in traditional metre Askhar 
Brutta Bangala Shree with equal number of letters in each line 
and not in measures, which however appears artificial in 
comparison to the original with its robust metrical effect. 
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The Eclipse 


Gangadhar definitely laboured under a mental conflict unable 
to find out a model on which he should mould his kavyas. He 
had read Radhanath widely and he was aware of the reactions 
Radhanath brought in the minds of the elite by exploring love 
in its crudest form, the love between a father and his daughter 
or that between an enemy and his opponent's daughter or that 
which brought catastrophe to the society. However, Radhanath 
the architect of this new poetry, was fully aware of Aristotle's 
dictum that all art is immoral and that literature while holding 
mirror upto nature reveals man in society in all his aspects of 
vices and virtues. He assimilated as much as he could of his 
heritage and discarded the unnecessary parts out of his frame- 
work of creation. This unification was superb and crystalized 
the image of his age. Gangadhar grabbed this modernist 
structure presented by Radhanath minus Radhanath's ‘art for 
art's sake’ dictum and started building his edifice with materials 
collected from his primers and old masters of the middle age. 


Gangadhar now wrote some narrative poems ‘Amod’, 
‘Rukminee puskarinee’, ‘Balaram Deba’, ‘Tarubara’ and some 
other poems all under the pseudonym of Zamindar Nruparaj 
Singh, probably to please his landlord under whom he had been 
serving. Such a tendency was prevalent in Orissa and even 
Kabisurya Baladeba Rath, the famous poet of the late eighteenth 
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century, had composed his Kishore Chandrananda Champu, the 
lyrical extravaganza. under the assumed name of the then king 
of Athgarh. Radhanath could suspect the counterfeit and wrote 
on 18.3.95 to Gangadhar that he found the use of the latter's 
pen in the composition of the zamindar. 


Gangadhar by this time had finished his Indumatee kavya 
based on the episode of Aja-Indumatee of Raghuhbansa and 
sent the manuscript to Radhanath. Radhanath immensely 
pleased at the performance of Gangadhar, who had now 
converged in his modern trend and had given up verbosity, 
wrote to him on 22.2.1894 ‘Though its original theme has 
been collected from Raghubansa, I will not hesitate to evaluate 
from its presentation and style that this is a new and good 
kavya.’ 


Fakir Mohan and Nandakishore were also very vocal in their 
praise. However Radhanath had taken liberty to insert his own 
words, even lines, cancelling Gangadhar's. Nonetheless he 
publicised Gangadhar as a poet of ingenuity in modern Oriya 
poetry. 


Indumatee was dedicated to Ramachandra Bhanja Deb, Raja 
Bahadur of Mayurbhanja, a feudatory state of Orissa. It was 
then customary here, probably elsewhere in India too. to 
dedicate works of art to princes. It was perhaps Deena Kruhna 
Dasa, a poet of late seventeenth century and a contemporary 
of Upendra Bhanja, who alone refused to sing in praise of Dibya 
Singh Deb, Gajapati Raja of Puri, and was driven out to die 
in banishment, hunger and leprosy. 


Radhanath gave his opinion for the second time on In- 
dumatee on its publication, and added : ‘The author had none 
of the opportunities to receive higher education. But his 
ingenuity and genius have helped to fill in the gap. He has 
not perceived nature as presented in books but has described 
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it from direct observation. The pen-picture of the garden in it 
can be cited as the best example. One of its supreme qualities 
is that it does not imbibe ideas or words which could be 
discarded as something medieval.’ 


Gangadhar adopted the theme for his Indumatce from 
Raghubansa of Kalidas, from the fifth canto to the eighth, where 
Aja, son of Raghu, proceeds to attend the swayambara of 
Indumatee, the princess of Bidarbha. The beginning is abrupt 
without the traditional mangalacharan, the prayer to the deity 
of the cult the poet belongs to, for a successful completion of 
his work. 


The narration of events takes us to Indumatee's marriage with 
Aja in royal splendour. Then there is a fight of Aja with the 
princes rejected by Indumatee after the nuptial ceremony. A 
blissful conjugal life follows the birth of Dasaratha. And lastly 
comes the catastrophe when Indumatee dies looking at a garland 
which fell on her bosom. Basistha, the great sage, solves the 
enigma thus : Indumatee was an Apsari. Her name was Harinee 
and she was a court dancer of Indra. She was bom on the earth 
on a curse from Rushi Tarun Bindu. The period of curse being 
over. she ascended to her heavenly abode. 


This episode bears a close resemblance to that of Usha kavya 
by Radhanath where Usha and her lover Jayanta die when they 
are united in marriage. They too were born under a curse which 
ended with their marriage. 


Gangadhar, however. did not translate Kalidas. He omitted 
large chunks and selected only the skeleton. Of course there 
is no justice in comparing Kalidas, the great master of drama 
and poetry with a beginner like Gangadhar. 


The excellence of I/ndumatee could be appreciated in its 
totality at least from its presentation of pathos from the words 
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spoken by Aja to his dead spouse : 


In the apartment where jewels disperse darkness as 
oilless lamps, 

Where incense fills the air with sweet fragrance; 

On the bed framed with ivory, on frost-white quilts. 


Thou layest resting on moonbeam-white head-rest. 


Wouldst thou then leaving aside these comforts must sleep 
on the funeral pyre on the cremation ground ! 


And this heart-rending image, must reflect on my corona! 


Is there any other aspect, 
More cruel than this in the universe ! 


It was an innovation unknown to medieval Oriya literature 
and brought the poet immediate recognition. Critics became 
vocal in accepting its architectural beauty. To some, the poet 
within the limitation of a short narrative poem exhibited 
extraordinary achievement unifying sonorous style and dramatic 
quality. 


After receiving wide acclaimation on the architectural beauty 
of I/ndumatee from its readers, Gangadhar turned to create 
something novel. He started writing Utkal Lakshmi kavya 
describing the abundance of natural features of Sambalpur and 
its neighbouring area, parallel to Chilika kavya of Radhanath. 


Chilika is a natural lake detached from the Bay of Bengal 
by sand dunes and is a sanctuary for migratory birds round the 
year. Radhanath, who had read the Lady of the Lake of Sir 
Walter Scott, was struck with the resemblance of splendour he 
had come across in the lake country and focussed those on 
Chuilika, treating it as the spot of non-challant beauty. 


Gangadhar while moulding the structure of Utkal Lakshmi 
closely observed Radhanath's Mahajatra mahakavya forged 
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after Milton's Paradise Lost. Herein Angel Michael takes Adam 
to the Mount Sinai. installs three drops from Life's Fountain 
and unrolls before him the future of his progeny which suffers 
for his tasting the Forbidden Fruit of the Tree of Knowledge 
in Paradise, tempted by Eve who had been in turn tempted by 
Satan. In the Mahajatra Agni leads Yudhisthir in his Last 
Journey to Death to the mount Sahyadree and destroys Maya 
or illusion and unrolls before him the future of Bharatabarsa 
on the advent of the Kali Yuga. 


Urkal Lakshmi is inaugurated im a similar way with a vision 
but of course with a difference, that is, minus the foreboding 
catastrophe. It is the futlmoon night of the month of Margaseera. 
In the midnight hours Prajna, a goddess of supreme beauty, 
leads the poet for revelling in mystery. They meet a youth, 
Chandra and a weeping damsel, his consort Rohinee. They learn 
from Chandra that he and Rohinee have taken their birth in 
Utkal as Ramachandra, the king of Mayurbhanja. Utkal Prabha, 
a literary periodical, forecast the advent of a new era in Oriya 
literature. Thus said Chandra to the poet 


Poetry is out of her temple to tune her lay 
In the person of Radhanath 
The resonance would lead Utkal 


to glory and to fame. 


This has. however, an ugly reference. Oriyas during this time 
were jeered at as beasts of burden by a certain section of people 
of neighbouring states, who had the opportunity of getting 
western education earlier. Remarks like ‘Oriya is not a language 
at all’ hurt the sentiment of Oriyas at large. In some districts 
of Orissa, Oriya had been abolished and some other languages 
were used as court language. Consequently there had been an 
agitation and Oriya had been reinstated for use in courts and 
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schools. Radhanath, Madhusudan, Fakir Mohan and other 
eminent writers started writing text books in Oriya, besides 
writing original works. Fakir Mohan went to the extent of 
establishing a printing press in Balasore and publishing medieval 
Oriya epics. 

Maharaja Ramachandra Bhanja of Mayurbhanja and Sir 
Basudeba Sudhala Deb of Bamanda. the two connoisseurs of 
Oriya literature brought out two periodicals, Utkal Prabha and 
Sambalpur Hitraisinee, to promote Oriya literature. Radhanath 
hence sang 

The darkest of the nights 

now dawns into mornings 
Now would bloom the lotus 


That's Utkal language. 


Gangadhar was no exception in sharing this sentiment, and 
endeavoured to evoke the Oriya spirit. He wrote 
Mother tongue and mother land 
are explicitly mothers 
Render thy services 


with loyal devotion. 


This surge of patriotic feelings had been found in more than 
one sphere. Radhanath lamented that the prominence of the 
beautiful nature of Orissa had not been so long featured in 
literature. He wrote in Chilika : 

Devi Saraswatee ! For what sin committed is it 

That thy grace is sparsely bestowed on Utkal ? 

Dwarf Gobardhan is counted as the prime of peaks 

And is paid homage to by people as the holy spot for 


pilgrimage. 
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While Meghasana, 
the high pedestal of clouds, 


does not command a seat 
in the sacrosanctity of mountains 
The insignificant stream Sipra 
is famous in the world : 
Alas, the name of Mahanadee 
is lost in oblivion : 
Devoid of your blessings 
there can be no writings 
In the name of mother Utkal 
In the Book of Fate. 


Gangadhar, enamoured with this appeal, chose the western 
part of natural Orissa, so far left untouched by Radhanath in 
his kavyas, as the burden of Urkal Lakshmi — Lakshmi being 
cited here as the symbol of Nature. But Gangadhar could not 
achieve the anticipated success. He left Urkal Lakshmi unfi- 
nished. Radhanath was the Inspector of Schools for Orissa and 
travelled widely, thus collecting experience and details of nature 
out of direct perception. Gandhar had no such opportunity to 
travel. He collected aspects of nature out of the gazetteers. 


The incomplete Utkal Lakshmi was published by Surya 
Mitra. Hitaisinee on January 1, 1896 published a short review 
on this kavya : ‘Utkal Lakshmi is an unfinished work. The nature 
of Orissa has been described in an ordinary narration in this 
book. It is difficult to believe that readers at large will derive 
pleasure out of this, irrespective of the fact that at certain places 
the descriptions are good. The poet is no doubt a genius as 
is clear from his book Indumaree. But as a writer of his calibre 
he simply has wasted his time on this poem. Let us hope that 
the poet would immortalise Oriya literature by presenting 
something valuable.’ 
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Gangadhar was completely unnerved at the tone of this 
criticism and stopped writing for ten years. But justice was done 
to him later, because after a period of eight years critics became 
vocal in praising the presentation of Nature in Utkal Lakshmi 
as graphically artistic and majestic. But the harm had already 
been done. 
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Gangadhar somehow became sceptical on the supermacy of 
Radhanath in poetry. Certain sections of his readers did not 
appreciate his deep inclination towards Greek myths. Gangadhar 
also abhorred its immorality. He had now picked up friendship 
with Biswanath Kar, editor of Utkal Sahitya, a prestigious Oriya 
monthly, Fakir Mohan Senapati. creator of modern Oriya novel 
and Chintamani Mohanty, another poet of high repute. Through 
personal correspondences with them he had widened his vision 
in a different way. His failure in Urkal Lakshmi was a lesson 
to him. This was not to follow the footsteps of others, but to 
look within himself and tread on his own path. Advanced in 
age and utterly stricken with poverty he could not get access 
to books he thirsted for. 


Gangadhar completed a short narrative poem Mahima and 
published it in 1897. This small book was however praised by 
Radhanath and Madhusudan. 


In 1902 Gangadhar composed his Kichaka Badia kavya and 
sent the manuscript to Radhanath, who said it was a very good 
piece and advocated its publication. He said that it is the right 
of a genius to recreate the old and focus his originality on 
whatever is collected. The best genius is in a way the most 
indebted person. Neelamani Bidyaratna then editing the Pra- 
Jjabhandlu. a weekly. could know of the remarks of Radhanath 
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and appealed for donation in his weekly on 20 April 1904 for 
the cost of publication of Kichaka Badha. Madhusudan Das, 
M.A., C.LE.. creator of the Orissa province, wrote back to the 
editor of Prajabandhu 


I read in your issue of 20th April that Babu Gangadhar 
Meher of Sambalpur has written a book which he can't 
publish for want of funds. You also say that the cost of 
printing would be about seventy or eighty rupees. I shall 
be happy to pay this cost. Will you kindly ask the author 
to send the manuscript to me and I shall have it printed 
in the best press here; or if he prefers to choose his own 
press he may do so and let me know the cost. I undertake 
to pay. 
Yours truly 
Cuttack M. S. Das 
23rd April 04. 


Kichaka Badha was published in 1904. It was an adaptation 
from the Birata Parva of the Mahabharata. The poet strikes 
an alluring note in the beginning of this kavya when queen 
Sudeshna along with princess Uttara and Sairindhree come out 
of the royal palace in regal splendour to-go for worshipping 
the deity 

The damsels coming out of the palace 

decorated the pavilion 
Did Mara emptied all his arrows 

out of his quiver ? 
Like a diamond medallion 

in the necklace of gold, 
Glittered Sairindhree 


in the assemblance of beauties. 
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Observing the lovely association 
Heart charishes thus : 
That the vision has penetrated 
the treasure of jewels of the 
emperor of oceans. 
Or is that the Soul in its sojourn 
in dream. 
Has entered the eye-arresting 
abode of the angels ! 
Nay, it's not the treasure of jewels 
nor the angels’ assembly 
It's the meteoric falls— 
indications of Kichak’s death. 


For the first time Gangdhar could strike a cord unheared 
hither to, that made hearts throb and melt reason to tears. 


Kichaka sends Chapala to entice Sairindhree to his lust. She 
praises her homely bearings and precious personality. unasked 
for. Sairindhree with a quick wit replies 

What profits to praise an unworthy being 

Leaving aside the worthy of praise ? 

It's fruitless to water the wild shrub 

instead of garden plants ! 


Chapala is loud in her expression on the valour and vigour 
of Kichaka and his abounding riches 


Riches tum man to propitiation, 


to blissful wisdom too, 
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It tends him lustre 
transforms him into a prodigy; 
And hence he a worshipper 
of Mammon be. 
Love spells the dream of a belle 
towards the rich hoarder 
The doleful lightning clings only 
to the cloud loaded with rains. 
Sairindhree dismisses Chapala with a sharp reply : 
Big bright planets, 
might orbit to distant skies 
The little Polestar 
always points to the north. 
Chapala, thus vanquished in exchange of witty replies, and 
Dejected with the cruel negation 
of Sairindhree 
Ran away like a crop-grazing doe 
stuck with the pebble of the guarding farmer. 
She appears before Kichaka and complains with wonder as to 


how a woman of low virtues submitting to the lust of five 
husbands could refuse a sixth lover ! 


The trick is hatched. Sudheshna beseeches earnestly 
Sairindhree and sends a wine goblet through her to Kichaka, 
her brother, whose displeasure she does not wish to incur. 
Sairindhree with the goblet 


Proceeds hesitatingly 


under the multitude of edific-domes 
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Is Parbati treading her way 


underneath the snow-clad peaks 


Or is she Mohinee 


her palms glimmering with the grail of nectar ? 
Or is she Saraswatee melted with piety 

of her worshippers 
Coming down with the fluid of 


poetry to the earth ! 


Kichaka tries to molest Sairindhree. She grievously com- 
plains to Bhima who assured her of taking revenge. Kichaka 
is lured and Bhima, in a secret meeting place in the garden, 
destroyed him in a wrestle. 


Kichaka Badha brought fame and glory to Gangadhar and 
immediate recognition as a priest of high poetry. 


Gangadhar, however, for the next two years could not settle 
down to compose something serious. He took leave from his 
government-post and served under the zamindar of Barapali 
without any remuneration which put him into very grave 
financial crisis. In 1907 he joined his former post in a state 
of great indisposition, when Brajamohan Panda, a young learned 
landlord of Larambha in Sambalpur, paid an eloquent tribute 
to his achievements in poetry and evoked his spirit from the 
slumber. Not that Gangadhar was totally mute, but he had not 
written anything remarkable during this period. 


Gangadhar woke up with a fresh vigour and wrote a long 
narrative lyric Ayodhya Drushyva. It begins with the depiction 
of the tragedy that precedes the coronation of Rama. In the 
second canto the banishment of Rama casts a deep shadow over 
the city and the reader is swept away in emotion with the 
wailings of mother Kousalya. This reminds one of Kesaba Koili 
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of Markanda Das, the earliest-known poet of Oriya, where 
Yasoda laments the departure of Krushna from Gopa to 
Mathura. In the third canto Ayodhya casts off its mourning and 
assumes its lost splendour after the lapse of fourteen years, the 
period of banishment of Rama. The details of Aranyaka, 
Kiskindha and Lanka Kandas have carefully been left out. 
Gangadhar takes excuse of this lapse describing the anxiety of 
the citizens of Ayodhya. As Rama delays in his return, the 
inhabitants of Ayodhya grow suspicious of his coming back. 
The founding of an empire by Rama in the south crawls into 
their mind, as the doings of Rama never reach them, because 
of lack of communication. Only sometime earlier Hanumana 
on his return journey from the Gandhamadan, when intercepted 
by Bharata, informs him about the war against Rabana of Lanka 
and that Lakshmana is mortally wounded. Gangadhar adds that 
Hanumana doubts whether Bharata is mentally prepared to 
receive back Rama to his throne. 


Gangadhar dedicated this volume to Sreeman Brajamohan 
Panda asserting him ‘as the best among his relations for his 
persuasions in time of need. 


After the publication of Ayodhya Drushva, Gangadhar seems 
to have gained self-confidence. He wrote in its preface : ‘My 
prime hope is that I would not be blamed even if I composed 
poems of inferior virture, taking into consideration my education 
and wisdom. I think this hope has already borne good fruits.’ 


Gangadhar, in the later part of 1910, wrote Padminee, 
probably inspired by Mahajatra, the great epic of Radhanath, 
wherein is described the conflict of historical heroes, Prithwiraj 
and Jayachandra, resulting in the fall of the Hindu empire in 
Bharatabarsa. Radhanath with spare and passionate language 
had presented the complexities of this epic filling it with 
philosphical questionings in blank verse. Gangadhar,. however, 
uses couplets of 14 letters similar to iambic pentameter used 
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by Shakespeare in his early comedies. Padminee gets its title 
from the grand queen of Chitore lore, who committed ‘Jahar’ 
to save her honour from the clutches of the notorious Pathan 
emperor Allauddin Khiljee. Gangadhar after completing only 
five cantos left it unfinished finding the last part of the episode 
rather difficult to manipulate. Regrettably Gangadhar failed to 
raise it to the level of a classic. 


Gangadhar deviated from simple narration of events in 
Padminee as presented in the history of Rajasthan. In the first 
canto the celeberated beauty dispels the doubt of the queen of 
Lukshmana Singh that Lanka was not inhabited by demons nor 
was it governed by Bibhishana as depicted in the Ramayana. 
The poet here is dismissing the inquisitiveness of a common 
lady of Sambalpur, who treats the Ramayana as a rendering 
of actuality. The queen of Lakshmana Singh is represented here 
as a typical lady of Sambalpur and addresses Padminee in 
Sambalpuri Oriya as ‘kaki’ — a colloquial word for aunt. 


In the second canto Allauddin Khiljee in a soliloque justifies 
slaying emperor Jalalauddin Khiljee under whom he had been 
serving as the commander-in-chief of his army deputed to take 
over the Decean. Allauddin does not regret his acts of murder, 
looting, arson, food-poisoning and forcefully abducting Kamala, 
the queen of Gurjara. He concocts devices to win over Padminee 
by hook or by crook. 


Allauddin sends gifts to Bhim Singh and invites him with 
his family members to Delhi in the third canto. He sends Leela, 
a woman of dubious character in the guise of a nun, to entice 
Padminee to come out of the fort of Chitore for a pilgrimage 
to Yamuna. Padminee, however, suspects her from her inco- 
herent speeches and orders her to get out of the palace. 


This reminds the reader of a situation that Sarindhree had 
faced when Chapala met her in Kichaka Badha. 
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In the fourth canto. Atllauddin and Leela are engaged in a 
dialogue on the happenings in Chitore. His flames of anger are 
fanned when the news of Bhim Singh's refusal of his invitation 
arrives. Allauddin orders invasion of Chitore. 


On the plea of the march of soldiers to Chitore and their 
campings, Gangadhar draws a picture of ‘Bethi’ (bonded labour) 
prevalent in his time in the princely state. 

At every camp, rations 

have been piled 
The royats wait to serve 

round the clock 
Someone has cuts 

from lashing canes 
Blood oozes out from 

someone's wounds. 
Someone has been drenched 

in the cold shivering night 
And fanned with bamboo slot 

to chilling spine. 
The chaprasi supervises 

with a thick cane 
Sparsley sparing, measuring 

the bribe offered. 

Gangadhar had before him Darabar, a satire of Radhanath, 
where the vulgarity of officers are criticised. The above 


description of exhibition of power by petty otticers bear a close 
resemblance to Darbar style. Gangadhar, still deep in Radha- 
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nath's spell, attempted to strike a similar tune. But somehow 
some inner discord, some ingenuity. compelled him to keep this 
narrative poem unfinished after the fifth canto and unpublished 
till 1923. It was when he was recognised as a celebrity that 
the publishers thought it worthwhile to bring out Padminee, that 
too without a note or a customary dedication by the poet. 


Gangadhar published Kabita Kallola, another anthology of 
poems, in 1921. The first poem ‘Bedabyasa’, which could well 
be taken up as a component of Utkal Lakshini, vas a com- 
position on a myth of Krushna Dwaipayana Bedabyasa having 
been born in an island in the river Brahmani which originates 
from the mingling of Sankha and Koilee, two tributaries near 
the steel plant of Rourkella in the district of Sundergarh. The 
poet contrives to sanctify the spots of pilgrimage in western 
Orissa through poetry describing natural scenic beauty. Other 
such spots are Nrushingha Nath in Sambalpur and Hari Shankar 
in Bolangir. Sundergarh district came into existence due to the 
merger of Gangapur and Bonai states in the group of Eastern 
State Agency before Independence. Gangadhar writes address- 
ing Bedabyusa 

As Sankha and Ganga together 

decorate the breast 
The land is famed 
as beautiful Gangapur. 
Yet thou never uttered 
the name of thy motherland. 
Athough the greatest 
Geeta thou sang. 
Was it that lest 


Pride should cast its shadow 
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That thou did not 


reveal thy self ? 


The other poems are ‘Chandra Rajani’. ‘Somenath Bijaya’, 
‘Basanta Basara’ and ‘Barsa Chitra’. These long narrative 
poems are rather intellectual, tiring the patience of their readers 
and are factual to the core. 


Lochan Prasad Pandy, a Hindi Poet, complimented Gangadar 
on Kabita Kallola for its sonorous style, clarity in the descrip- 
tion of nature and modern outlook. 


Pranaya Ballari, a full-length kavya written after Abhigvana 
Sakwuntalaim of Kalidas, brought Gangadhar to the threshold of 
reputation as a great poet. He began it in 1903, but desisted 
from finishing it. 


Gangadhar had an occasion to visit Neelaknatha Pujaree, an 
advocate of Sambalpur. There in his drawing-room he saw a 
large painting by Rabi Verma, of Biswamitra and Menaka, with 
new-born Sakuntala. Menaka was presented with exquisite 
beauty and held the poet spellbound. He re-read Abhigyana 
Sakuntalanm and at once started writing Pranayankura which 
later developed into Pranaya Ballari. Radhanath had seen this 
and when Gangadhar on December 30, 1903 attended Utkala 
Sammilanee, an institution for mobilising public opinion for a 
separate province of Orissa, at Cuttack. Radhanath took him 
to Raja Baikuntha Nath Deb and introduced him to the Raja 
as the Ravi Verma of Orissa. 


Gangadhar had already a group of admirers now and the 
circle of his friends, comprising princes, landlords and men of 
letters had widened. Rama Narayan Mishra, M.A.B.L., a man 
of Sambalpur with a sharp intellect and keen sense of humour, 
and a pioneer in the movement for introducing Oriya as court 
language in Sambalpur and Sambalpur's merger with Orissa, 
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encouraged the poet to be more sincere to his poetic craft. 
Moreover, Gangadhar had already acquainted himself with 
western literature and came across Goethe's poetical tribute to 
Sakuntala. He admiringly quotes the German poet in his preface 
to Prahava Ballari 

Wouldst thou the young years’ blossom 

and the fruit of its decline 
And all by which the soul is charmed 
Enraptured, feasted, fed ? 
Wouldst thou the earth and heaven 
Itself in one sole name combine ? 
1 name thee Sakuntala ! 
and all at once is said. 

The notion of young years’ blossom and the fruit of its 
decline focussed his attention to Sakuntala already installed in 
his imagination of boyhood. She now emerged with freshness 
of beauty enshrined with a tragic halo, as the heroine of his 
forthcoming kavya Pranava Ballari. He had been aware of the 
shortcomings of a drama, where the contlicts of the subcons- 
cious find no outlet for expression, under which Kalidas must 
have suffered in Abhigyana Sakiuntalam and as such came 


forward to solve the problem by including ‘the broad thoughts 
of Nayaka and Nayika.’ 


In Agrahayan 1911 Gangadhar started writing his Pranayva 
Ballari basing it on the factual events he had assimilated from 
Padmapuran. He gave each canto a caption as per the courses 
of ‘Pranaya’, ie, Love. 


Pranayankura — Germination of love 
Pranaya pallaba ~- Tender foliage of love 


Pranaya prasuna -~ First flower of love 
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Pranaya sourava - Fragrance of love 
Puspa keeta —- A worm in the flower 
Pranaya phala - Fruit of love 


Pranaya chhaya - Shadow of love 


It is apparent that Gangadhar has not tried to translate 
Kalidas and thus could present an original pattern of his own, 
woven around a well-known episode of love of a master spirit. 
He has analysed in detail the conflicts in modes of poetical 
dialogues sometimes sharp and witty. Consequently inverted 
commas have been frequently inserted with pauses in narration. 
Occasionally the dialogues assume the form of speeches of 
dramatis personae. Nonetheless Gangadhar achieved his pur- 
pose, though he was not confident of his success. He wrote 
in his preface : 


Learned readers ! You are sure to be deprived of the joy 
of the original work even if you strive deep here. Sugar can 
be used as a substitute for Amrit. Still it is doubtful if similar 
usage could be adopted in the present case. 


Pranaya Ballari was published in 1915, after twelve years. 
In the ‘Author's Note’ page of this book the author expressed 
his obligation to Sreeman Ray Lal Rajendra Singh Beriha for 
bearing the full cost of its publication and to Sreejukta 
Bhubaneswar Bahidar Saheb for his sponsoring the publication. 


The entire Pranavya Ballari kavya is written in Bengala Shree 
Raga, with pauses at letter 6: 6: 8, ending in a couplet. 


Gangadhar begins with evoking Bedabyasa and Kalidas, 
darlings of goddess Bharatee, as the preceptors of great know- 
ledge. With humble submission he expresses his desire to tread 
on their footsteps and pluck flowers from her garden. He would 
conjure a wreath from his collections and decorate it around 
the breast of mother Utkala with all devotion. 
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True to his words Gangadhar directly approaches Abhigyana 
Sakuntalam at its beginning and begins his kavya with Dush- 
manta chasing a dear of the hermitage of Kanwa in a hunt on 
his chariot. The small things gradually appear large. the forked 
bows straight and the smooth forest-land uneven. 


One need not go further for an explanation as to how far 
this is different from its original. But soon Gangadhar gains 
self-composure and plays the note of his own tune. Looking 
at Sakuntala, Dushmanta is subjected to joy and anguish. The 
poet describes the situation thus : 


The pitcher that Sakuntala carried to water, the jasmin 
creeper indicated invitation and reminded him ot the thunder 
accompanying the lightning and the thorns on the stem of 
the Lotus. He perceived Sakuntala as the moon half-hidden 
from the eye in the clotted hair of Shiva or the lotus in the 
moss. A hidden current of smile could be traced in her speech 
similar to candy in the juice of sugar-cane. 


In the second canto the conflict between the mind and the 
conscience of Dushmanta is portrayed in a direct debate 


Conscience What if the mighty sage 
gets annoyed with 


thy misconduct ? 


Mind Is not the conscience 
of the sage bright with 
meditation. superior to you ? 
Conscience Where was that ‘Hulahuli’, 
the sacred sound that 
unites two hands in 


nuptial knot % 
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Mind Queen Nature 
proclaimed the incitation 


in the throat of Sarika ! 


The dialogues however turn to less seriousness as the 
narration lengthens and becomes a battle of wits. 


In the third canto there is the insertion of a song in the same 
metre. sung by Sakuntala. its burden being the longing of the 
Lotus for a Vision of the Sun, and meaning her anxiety for 
meeting Dushimanta. 


Pun on words in the conversation between Priyambada and 
Dushmanta reveals a lighter vein. and reminds one of the earlier 
poets who revelled in such humour. 


Risi Durvasa curses Sakuntala in the fourth canto for her 
indulgence in meditating over her lover and thus neglecting in 
welcoming the sage, and says 

Reapest thou the consequence 

of not respecting one who is respectable 
That the person over whom 

thou meditatest wouldst not 

recognise thee even if 

thou givest thy credentials. 

Anasuya and Priyambada. however, apologise for Sakuntala's 
negligence. The sage prescribes release from his curse saying 


that production of the signet before its owner would dispel the 
curse. ` 


Kanwa returning trom his pilgrimage is happy at the affair 
and prepares to send Sakuntala to her consort's palace. His 
parting advice to her are significant as these depict worldly 
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wisdom. He says that she ought not to return the jokes to her 
consort if he prefers to cut one. Besides, she ought not to meet 
strangers in seclusion, not even her own brother, nor anybody 
she entrusts even a woman to her consort's service. The maid 
who would offer free services ought to be driven out of the 
household. Sisters-in-law are prone to quarrel. Instead she ought 
to embrace and kiss them. One who visits uninvited to offer 
unwanted praise is a cheat and the woman who indulges in 
analysing the faults of her consort is a traitor who administers 
poison. 


In the fixth canto the reader finds Sakuntala berett of the 
signet, while confronting Dushmanta. There is again a dialogue 
befitting a drama between them and Sarnga-raba. The curse of 
Durvasa works and Sakuntala is thrown out of royal pleasure 
as being a trespasser. 


Dushmanta gets back his ring from a fisherman and the curse 
being thus dispelled, his memory of Sakuntala beams clear 
before his eyes. The fisherman like the joker in a drama 
misunderstanding the king's order for reward to be a penalty, 
makes a hilarious scene. 


The kavya ends as a comedy in the seventh canto bringing 
together Dushmanta, Sakuntala und their son, Bharata. 
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Like weaving Sambalpuri saree with ornate designs at the loom, 
Gangadhar created his Tapaswinee kavya. his magnum opus, 
with rhetoric patterns that only a supreme craftsman of his 
calibre can. 


The title Tapaswinee has a significance. When Laba and 
Kusa were asked about their parentage by Kaushalya, they 
replied 


kyat khan pare Kausalya kinchit angse soksangbaran karia, 
sandehabhanjanmanase, tahadigake jijnasa karilen, tomader 
o tomader janak-jananir nam ki ? tahara, ati binita bhabe, 
swaswanam kirtan karia balil, amader pita Ke, taha amra jani 
na. € parjanta amra tahake dekhi nai; amader janani achhen, 
tini tapaswinee. 
Seetar Banabas (Chapter VIII) 
by Iswarchandra Vidyasagar 


Besides, in Raghivamsa Seeta addressing Rama says 
tvayaham tapasvisamanyam aveksaniya (13:67) 


Gangadhar, thrilled with horror and melted with pity, took 
up the element of calamity and suffering of Seeta to write this 
mini-epic, Tapaswinee. 
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Here Seeta, banished by Rama, lives in the forest on the 
banks of Bhagirathee close to the hermitage of the great sage 
Balmiki. Madhusudan Rao had earlier composed a poem ‘Seeta 
Banabas’. which was included in Sahitva Prasanga, a text-book 
for middle vernacular examination. Both Gangadhar and 
Madhusudan had read Sectar Banahbas by Iswarchandra Vidyasa- 
guar. rendered from Bengali into Oriya in 1869, by Bichhanda 
Ch. Pattnaik, the Inspector of Schools of Sambalpur circle. It 
must have left a deep impact on both of them. Madhusudan 
had begun his poem thus 


Charioteer Soumitree, faithful to 
his elder brother's orders 
Left chaste Baidehee, 
the moonbeam of the heart of Rama, 
In the forest on the banks 
of Bhagirathee 
And tumed back in an unbalanced 
state of mind. 
Tears gushed down in torrents 
from both his eyes 
And drenched his bosom 
and his bow. 
With rambling noise 
filling the forest 
The chariot rolled on 
Wailing Ha—Ha—. 
When Lakshmana and his chariot 


gradually disappeared from the horizon 
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in the cloud of dust; 

like an idol of gold 
smitten by the wind 
did fall the beautiful bride of Raghukula 


down on the earth. 


As Gangadhar was writing an epic this time, and that to 
with a difference, he invoked goddess Muse in a ‘Mangala 
Charana’ giving a graphic description of her charms. He says 
that he is enraptured to touch her feet and dedicate his poetic 
self to her. 


When the narration starts, the reader finds Seeta struggling 
to sit down. All on a sudden she falls down in a swoon. Fate 
has been cruel to her in this seething situation. Nature is 
sympathetic and appears like doing justice against the wrong 
done to Seeta. The forest weeps full-throated in the guise of 
birds. The wind sweeps away the dead leaves like the waves 
of Pity. The palm tree, weilding the stems of its leaves as 
swords, roars to fight against Fate. Bhagirathee, the river, lashes 
the shores with whips of waves. The lotus, like a warrior, shoots 
bee-arrows. Flowers of the forest roll on the dust like wrestlers 
in a bout. Clouds burst in acts of roaring and the sun, the 
founder of Surya dynasty, hides his face in shame on the heinous 
acts of Rama, his discendant in the line of heritage. 


Discarding the conventional trodden path of ‘Uttara Kanda’ 
and having a few characters for such a laudable attempt 
Gangadhar has to invent his own novel way of presenting Nature 
in its various aspects and different hues where Seeta is lett 
lonely and forlorn. 


In the second canto, Gangadhar introduces peace as the regal 
power ruling over the domain of forests around the hermitage 
of Balmiki, and carefully builds up the structure of Sita's 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Gangadhar Mcher 


Gah 
eed 


government. Her coffer is filled up with the revenue of cool 
shadow realised from the trees without compulsion, its mag- 
nitude weighed on the balance of their girths and tallness. 
Besides, they fight the battle against Nature covering their 
bodies with coats of arms of thick and tender foliage. They 
envigorise their limbs in the gymnastics of the rain and 
shimmering sunlight. Some of them, to protect the domain from 
the invading winter, tum themselves as arrows of fire. Van- 
quished Nature for the pleasure of the soldiers offers them the 
treasure of fruit and flower. 


All on a sudden the wailings of Seeta echo against the abode 
of peace. Listening intently to the wailings, the maidens of the 
hermitage of Balmiki leave caressing the plants of the garden 
dishevelled by the wind, and try to discern the sound : 

Their intent attention examined 

It was not the cooing of dove 

Nor of cuckoo 

nor lyre's willful note 
Cunch's sound it could not be 

nor be the lament of peacocks 
Only it was fountain of pathos 

gushing out of a damsel's throat. 

Peace ascends on the chariot of hearts of the maidens of 
the hermitage and drives it to the direction from where the sound 


came. The skirts of the maidens flutter in the wind like maroon 
flags on the chariot. 


Gangadhar has not observed Nature in its pristine glory nor 
does he conceive it as the all-pervading spirit like Wordsworth. 
Peace for him does not drop from the linnet's wings as eulogized 
by Yeats. His Nature wages war as against human nature, more 
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clearly against sophistication, as depicted by Hardy in his 
novels. He personifies Nature and describes a mountain, a river, 
a tree and a flower as isolated individuals. 
Gangadhar therefore sings 
The hordes of Peace 
swept across ahead 
like a river in spate 
to wipe out the rocks. 
The torrent of mighty Mahanadee 
might swallow Rameswar garnites, 
But the boulders would not shake 
or its course would be ruffled. 

The maidens of the hermitage follow the sound and see Seeta 
lamenting forlorn. They are wonder-struck at her helplessness 
as also by her striking regal beauty. They start contemplating 
as to who she be, alone in the deep forest. The virgins nearby 


can perview in amazement, a wonderful lady shedding tears 
incessantly 


Is she a damsel of the paradise 
condemned by a curse 
Fallen down unsheathed 
on the cruel earth ! 
Or while revelling in the heaven 
riding the celestial elephant 
Has the imperial beauty of the abode of Indra 
slid down below ? 
Some thought Is it Janhabee 


assuming a visage charming 
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Has come with waves of tears 

to wash the world ? 
Or is it Mercy like a pellet of hail 

dropping down from the sky, 
In the heat of sorrow, 

melts slowly away ? 
If not so, the thick-stressed star 

shrouded by cloud-smitting rains 
Flows down creating deluge 

On this barren land. 
If her wails had been 

languishingly sharp 
We could ascertain her 

to be the lightning in the cloud. 
Can there by a comparison 

to dew-soaked moonbeams 

vibrated with cuckoo's tune 
With cricket-chirped scorching rays 

of the sun of the summer ? 
Had there been a harp in hand 

we could know her to be Bharatee, 
Wailing in pangs of separation 

from Bishnu piteously aloud ! 


Gangadhar has wonderfully used here the pattern of imagery 


that can well correspond to those in Homeric similes. One hardly 
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comes across similar presentation in the field of entire Oriya 
literature. The poet continues 
Contempleting thus the daughters of the sages 
approached Janakee coyly, 
But could not dare come closer 
so as to offer consolation. 
How could the thick muddy water 
of Mahanadee of the rains 
Could be distilled clear by an insignificant 
agent like Nirmala ! 
As Mahanadee foams in fret 
with company of Ib, Ang and Tal 
The plight of Seeta with the company of the maids 
sO was swollen in spate. 
The virgins without questioning 
stood in mute circle 
Affection chained their feet 
and they could not move. 
One of the maidens runs back to the hermitage and informs 
the grand sage Balmiki 
O Father a damsel 
seemingly an idol moulded of butter 
Is lamenting piteously 
in the heart of forest deep. 
Lolls a vermilion drop 


beaming on her mid-forehead 
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Conjuring a rising full moon 


to the dropping Lotus face. 


Beautifully bejewelled bangles 


glamourise both her wrists. 


These glitter on the coast 


unsubmerged in the ocean of grief. 


Like the golden stigma 


in the centre of half blown Lotus 
She appears grand in her beautiful 


apparel of Lotus hue. 


Could there be a more alluring juxtaposition of grandeur and 
pity. exalted in poetry than in this description of Seeta 
bemoaning in bereavement ! He exalts in imagery, simile and 
rhetoric mingled with pathos and emotion ; astonishingly, 
Balmiki, the white-haired sage with flowing beard and body 
besmeared with sacrificial ashes, resembles the snow-clipped 
Himalayas, and Seeta looks like a gold statue of meditating Uma 
underneath his feet. He consoles her saying that her conjugal 
Jove is like a fountain running down to mingle with the ocean. 
It entourages courage when it encounters with rocks or peaks 
and overcomes these with tremendous force. But it forgets its 
struggle when the waves welcome her in a profound embrace. 
Even if sand-dunes dissect the heart of the ocean and prevent 
the fountain from meeting her, the ocean detaches a part of 
its heart in the form of a lake, and entreats her in deep serenity. 
It is a precept for Seeta, in which allusion of love of Rama 
for her and her unfathomable devotion towards him are 
made. The archaic simile is particularly a characteristic of 
Gangadhar's verse and very much arresting in its classical 
dignity. 
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Seeta wipes off her tears on her skirt and bows down and 
touches his feet. He welcomes her to his hermitage. The maidens 
collect the articles left with her by Lakshmana and prepared 
returning to their abode. Seeta walks like the goddess of 
victory, rising out of a churned ocean of grief. Peace wins the 
war, bubble is blown by the birds. Does start dancing and 
peacocks, spreading their plumes add lusture. Elephant-cubs 
raise their trunks and pompously trod their way. The 
flowering creepers construct arches and like white banners 
there upon perch the strokes. Cuckoos sing as minstrels and 
bees play on lutes. The evening star lights the lamp of welcome 
as Seeta enters the shrine. The panorama of the procession, a 
procession of victory indeed, gradually fades away in the 
darkness. 


The third canto is the battlefield of Conscience and Love. 
Rama consoles his heart which is reminded of the duties of 
a king. Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown. He has to 
administer justice sacrificing his self on the altar of the dictates 
of duty. 

Blood-drops of the subjects 

rise up to the high pedestal 
from where the king assumes 
the form of a cloud for their beneficence. 
Thunder does not dwell 
in water on the earth 
It roars and strikes 
in the conglomerated clouds, 
Revenue collected in cotter 
weilds power like a fire-brand: 


Revenues are but drops of blood 
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but they are thunders in a king's hand. 


Heart might be buming 
with lightning, but the cloud 


Must deliver rains 


in the semblance of the king. 


Gangadhar has tried to make sure that Rama behaves as the 
noblest of kings, and not as the Rama of the Ramayana who 
cheated Seeta telling that she was sent to the hermitage of 
Balmiki as a token of fulfilment of her desire, particularly in 
her state of pregnancy and confiding Lakshmana to break the 
news of her banishment on arriving at the other bank of 
Bhagirathee where she was to be disposed off. 


Gangadhar in the same canto compares a king with a rope- 
trick dancer. The acrobat maintains his balance with a stick 
while walking on the rope. If he fails in his trick, the drum- 
beater would scold him and the audience would clap their hands 
in mockery of him. Such is kingship. 


The fourth canto is a fine creation of Gangadhar both in 
metrical and themetic terms. It is composed in raga Choki. This 
raga was very widely used by the medieval poets like Upendra 
Bhanja, Deena Krushna Das, Biswanath Khuntia and others. 
Gangadhar had used it in his first kavya Rasa Ratnakar with 
success, and later in Kichaka Badha with some success. He 
had been following Upendra Bhanja, who had used it twice in 
his Baidlheesa Bilas and Labanya Bateec. Gangadhar however 
achieved the most spectacular success in it in his Tapaswinee. 


The fourth canto opens with the coming of dawn in the 
hermitage. Gangadhar sings 


Auspiciously trods down the Dawn 


resembling the full-blown Lotus 
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Cherishing the burning thirst in her heart 

for a glimpse of Janakee 

Filling up her tender leaf-like palm 

with glittering dew-pearls 

And halting at the door of the chaste one, 

spoke thus in the voice 

of the sweet-throated Cuckoo 

I pray for a glimpse, O the chaste one, 

the night is gone. 

The wind recites songs 

the bees play the lute 
The fragrance dances 

at the instance of the Dawn 
Kumbhatia as the minstrel 

and Kajjwalpati as the chief of the chorus, 
In sweet liquid voices 

recited their praises 

Rise up, O the empress of the kingdom of chaste women 

the night is gone. 

Gangadhar evokes an atmosphere of the Vedic age, when 
the sages hailed the rising Dawn with Om-Kar and invoked her 
as the Adi Sakti of Nada Brahma : 

The sages recited the Vedic hymns 

that resounded the multitude green forests. 

Om-Kar penetrated the infinity of the Universe, 


Was that the recital of Veena of Saraswatee 
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That swept Baikuntha with virtuosity 
and mingled with divinity eternal ? 


Gradually brighter becomes the forest land. Anukampa, the 
aged superintending mother of the hermitage, appears before 
Seeta, and announces the visit of the Dawn, to whom Baidehee 
pays her ovation. 


Anukampa and Seeta, with the maidens, prepare to go to 
the river Tamasha, acting as a nurse to the hermitage. Like a 
lovelom mother Tamasha welcomes the innocent daughter, 
forsaken by her spouse under suspicion of impurity. Tamasha, 
with her cool and clear water like the nature of the hermit’s 
maidens, reflects their images and mingling with them embraces 
Seeta like the loving mother that has lost all hopes of getting 
her back on her lap : 

Roaming through forests dense and deep 

not lost in whirl-pools of gorges 
Not counting the sorrows of darkness 

nor the joys of light, 
1 traverse the distant ways 

distributing aquatic gifts 
amongst those on my shores. 

But as a reward of my execution 

of holy deeds 
the supreme Lord of Righteousness 
sensing my dearest desire 
Bestowed thy loving care on me. 
I possess the treasure trove 


1 would hide thee in my lap 
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Thy purity deep would cleanse me 

out of my sins. 

Seeta who is considered unchaste and impure by the men 
of Ayodhya. and left in the forest is considered by Tamasha 
as the emblem of noblest virtue capable of purifying the moving 
and immovables. She replies that only a mother understands 


the pangs of the innermost sorrow of her daughter. A burnt 
face is a full moon in the eyes of a mother. 


Receiving the loving cares of a mother from Tamasha, Seeta 
returns with the maidens to the hut and bows down before 
Balmiki, who in turn blesses her to be a mother of knights. 
They collect pitchers and then leave for the garden to nurse 
the plants with water. Seeta looks like a cut-dimond in the midst 
of the maidens who resemble to crude crystals. 


At this moment Bana Lakshmee decorated with the jewellery 
of sylvian sunshine hails Seeta. She beams in her tender-leaf- 
coloured leaps, exhibiting rows of mahua-flower-white teeth. 
She presents Seeta with red silk-cotton-flowers and spreads 
durba grass sprinkled with dew under her feet and says : 

While in Puspaka you sailed 

back in the sky 
I stood below in the forest 

looking up in a deer's eye. 
I called thee in the throat 

of pea-hen. 

In thy long distant 

sojourn in pain 
Do you remember 


a friend 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


48 Gangadhar Meher 


Retuming after a long separation ? 
Companionship of the righteous retains 
Good habits unpolluted 

like the blue of the heavens. 
Desire never goes unrewarded 

if revealed before a faithful friend. 
It was good that I could meet thee 


1 am gratefully obliged by thy love ! 


The serene beauty of the forest like a host of thick black 
clouds brings a cool shower of monsoon rain extinguishing the 
spreading flames of pain burning in the heart of Janaka's 
daughter, and she replies 


I cherish imprisonment 
in thy bower my love 


till death doth us part. 


The fifth canto introduces the spring in the forest. Seeta is 
identified as one and many of its aspects here. It is as if the 
love of Rama with the hue of greenness has spread itself 
throughout the entire forest-land to extinguish the pang of 
separation of Seeta. The light of his eyes, like the water drop 
in the snail's shell creating pearl, is crystalising love in her into 
a solid state. 


Finding Seeta tired and sweating profusely while carrying 
the pitcher of water for the plants, Anukammpa takes her 
underneath the cool shadow of a tree and delivers some moral 
instructions which sound like preaching sermons. Anukampa 
says that one can perform one's duty with love. Like fragrance 
in a flower, love dwells in the human heart and it differs in 
degree in different individuals like essence in different flowers. 
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This habit of love can tum one into a god or a human being 
or a demon. 


With courage, selfishness and desire for success, one who 
keeps on inflicting pain to soul. can well be termed as a demon. 
One who sacrific¢~ one's self and performs one's duty irrespec- 
tive of its fruitfulness or failure in terms of results, ascends 
to divinity. 


Coming in close contact with the hermits and adopting their 
way of life, Seeta gradually regains mental balance and forgets 
the: regal splendour of the life of the palace. Her heart becomes 
crystal-clear like the water of the lake after the rains. It reflects 
only the memory of Rama, like the lake reflecting the image 
of the swimming swan. 


The sixth canto brings in a change in the natural surrounding. 
The spring wanes gradually and the forest appears mellowed 
green. The nights are sweetly fragranced by Jasmines in bloom. 
Seeta is siting under the cool moonlight outside the hut with 
a maiden of the hermitage. She hears the call of the Chakrabaka 
bird from the distant shore of the river Tamasha. The maiden 
enquires of Seeta, whether the Chakrabaka resides in cities. His 
sorrowful notes resound the midnight darkness. Seeta weeps. 
The maiden is completely taken by surprise and wants to change 
the subject of discourse. But Seeta on the plea of explaining 
the allusion of Chakrabaka narrates her past life, which has a 
close resemblance with the latter part of Ayodhya Kanda. She 
adds that she used to hear the woeful notes of Chakrabaka 
when in Mithila still as a maiden, but never felt the underlying 
sorrow. 


Gangadhar has deviated here from the original myth as 
depicted in Balmiki Ramayana. It is in the latter part of the 
Kiskinda Kanda that after Seeta was kidnapped by Ravana, 
Rama and Lakshmana saw Chakrabaka with his spouse in a 
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gleeful mood, submerged in conjugal bliss, when they were 
wandering on the bank of Pampa Sarobar in Dandakaranya. 
When Lakshmana asked the whereabouts of Seeta, the Chakra- 
baka got annoyed for the disturbance in his enjoyment of 
conjugal bliss and replied angrily in words of Biswanath 
Khuntithe. a poet of the seventeenth century : 


O Sree Ram ! 

why dost thou disturbest 

a blissful conjugal sport 

in the paradise of Pampa Sorabor ? 
Thy spouse has been snatched 

away by Ravana. 
Thou couldst fight Ravana if 


thou possess valour. 


Terribly angry at this, Lakshmana curses the Chakrabaka that 
he would invite death, if he ever indulges in conjugal love. 
Terrified at this the Chakrabaka prays to Rama that the curse 
would disrupt creation and as such be kindly revoked. Rama 
takes mercy and grants that he would separate from his spouse 
only during night hours. The plea of recalling the past by Seeta 
could as well have been avoided without disrupting the myth 
if Gangadhar wanted so. It seems he was not aware of the 
deviation. None-the-less it does not harm ethos. Marriage of 
Seeta with Rama and that of his brothers with her sisters and 
their return to Ayodhya and the happy days there, are recounted 
in slow narrative in 14 couplets. 


The canto ends with the description of the bliss enjoyed by 
Seeta when she lived with Rama in the forest. 


The seventh canto, however, strikes a deep note of pathos 
as she recounts the endless tragedy that came in her life. She 
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says that her foolish acts led her to bad luck that inflicted 
endless misery. The creator cannot be blamed for her ill fate 
nor her spouse, who was a symbol of all mercy. She narrates 
how she was enticed at the sight of a golden deer in Panchabatee 
and persuaded Rama to catch it. Rama to satisty her curiosity 
followed it into the forest instructing Lakshmana to watch Seeta. 
When Rama was lost from sight a shout could be heard in the 
voice of Rama calling Lakshmana for assistance. Seeta became 
nervous at this but Lakshmana consoled her saying that it was 
not the voice of Rama. Seeta now deplores her fatal mistake 
in scolding Lakshmana with words of fury and insult 


A brave, my dear, 
knows what bravery is, 
I saw Lakshmana 
unusually serene and grave. 
Oh how weak is 
a feminine heart ! 
His consoling words 
made ime lament with rage. 
Failing in prayer 
I inflicted insults, 
And sent Lakshmana away 
deep into the forest. 
With him my luck 
and happiness all 
Vanished like the waves 


in the mid-ocean. 
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Then came Ravana in the guise of a mendicant. Seeta says : 


Later I leamt that 

guise never indicates quality 
One might wear a monk's apparel 

with difference within. 


Ravana was to her a dog that aspired to lick the homa 
ghruta. 


Gangadhar strikes a deep note elevating the character of 
Seeta. Her faminine grandure reaches the top when she utters : 


Once I offered alms to the rascal demon 

without suspicion extending my arm 
Now if he attempts to apply force 

I will kill him or be killed by him. 
Such outburst reminds one the sturdy lass of western Orissa 

who could lash a ferocious tiger out of his kill. She adds: 

If truth prevails 

and morality goes out 
I could exhibit wonders 

in the present world 
Let sin turn into 

a mountain of flex 
A single spark of goodness 


would turn it into dust. 


The narration takes a quick turn. Ravana was killed with 
his kith and kin in the war. Then Seeta was ushred in into the 
presence of Rama who turned cold to her and said that there 
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was no greater sin than that of bad company. She was living 
in the midst of obscenity and immorality. It was enough to 
contaminate her with impurity 
When rain drop falls 
from the clouds 
The clouds would possess 
it no more. 
If it is burnt dry in air 
hot like a fire's flame 
The water drop could ascend 


to mingle with the cloud. 
Seeta getting this hint from Rama submitted humbly 


Let a pyre be lighted 
Where this wretch would take 
a bath of fire. 
The pyre was lit. Seeta prayed to Dharma and said 
When my body turns into ashes 
let these be applied as fertiliser to a tree 
And from its trunk 
For my beloved lord a pair of sandals carved out 
and thus a chance given to me 
to serve my lord's feet 
even after my death. 
Complete submission through self-remunciation and incom- 


parable devotion to her lord, renders Seeta an incarnation of 
supreme Indian womanhood. 
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Emerging from the fire-test like bright gold, she in the 
company of Rama, Lakshmana and the troop ascended the 
Puspaka, the airborne chariot, to return to Ayodhya, on the same 
route on which she had been flown to Lanka by Ravana. She 
recounts : 

If pain inflicts one's life 

One traces no happiness in the world. 

Happiness only appears then 

When one only feels the joy of life. 

The chariot which led me into danger 

Now did fly me to the peaks of wealth. 

Looking down at what I lamented deep 

Now gives me pleasure in multitude. 

Transitory is Joy and Time's flight is swift. The bliss of her 
conjugal life did not last long. To satisfy the whims of the vulgar 


laymen, Rama banished Seeta into the deepest forests, even 
though she was pregnant. 


The eighth canto begins when spring fades into summer. 
Following Rama Charita Manasa of Tulasi Das, Gangadhar 
attempts a parable here. Radhanath had aptly done this in his 
Tulasi Stabaka which he had mostly taken from Tulasi Das 
where Rama spending the rainy season on Rushyamuka depicts 
the features of nature with rich imagery. Gangadhar strikes a 
similar note here : 


The silk from the Salmalee 
flies away, 
Likewise the treasure 


of the miser. 
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Palas has lost its 
prior lusture, 
Worldliness is transitory 
either way. 
Jasmine blooms profusely more 
incessantly in growing heat, 
Emitting deep fragrance more 
from her numberless petals. 
In suffering the righteous 
exists unmoved 
His mission of peace 
spreading afar. 
However, the poet does not continue in this spree of didactic 


extravaganza and returns to narration on his own oft-trodden 
path. 


Seeta in the advanced stage of pregnancy looks heavily tired. 
She is deliberating over her past, when Lady Meditation 
appears before her and ushers in some visitors to her. The first 
to be presented before her is Chirakuta. It narrates how her 
memory is dearly nourished even then by its inmates. Even the 
heavy rain-laden clouds enter the caves and search tor her with 
burning torches of lightning. They roar, questioning where- 
abouts of her and never get satisfied with negative answers and 
carry on their searches with the light of lightning. Then 
Mahanadee is presented to her. The introduction of Mahanadee 
in Sambalpur, where Seeta probably never came during her 
sojourn with Rama in his banishment, is the innovation of the 
poet. But the images to describe her are very much alluring 
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and one can very much see a Sambalpur belle of the hills in 
the best of her attire 


A wreath of mountain Jasmines 
decorates her neck 
A garland of mohuwa flowers 
hangs from her forehead 
A pair of zambu sapphires 
glimmer as ear-drops 
And a girdle of shells encircles 
her tender waist. 
Her curling braids are 
azure blue 
Her voice resounds 
the rippling sounds. 
She paid her compliments to Seeta saying 
The beams of thy playful eyes 
transformed my dust to gold 
and because thou traversed on it, 
My bosom turned to diamond. 
On the face of the great 
holy Ganga 
Thy touch gave me 
the title of Mahanadee. 
Godavaree is presented at last and she recites before her how 
fate has been cruel to her. She has with her a series of pictures 


of her to see and with permission from Seeta exhibits them 
one after another. The pictures reveal the effects of hot summer 
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in the dry forests. Trees are decaying being covered with the 
droppings of birds. Spiderwebs cover many trees, smothering 
their growth. 


Scanty water-holes are turned muddy by wadding wild 
buffalos. A boa is lying like a wooden log near a watering spot 
and trying to catch a playful doe. Tigers prowl for prey. The 
fire in the forest burns emitting smoke in the sky and birds 
flying high drop dead. Seeta weeps at the plight of Dandaka, 
where once she spent a few happy days. She says that she has 
only tears for her, if that could quench the thirst of her 
destroyers. 


Lastly comes the regal visitor from Ayodhya and reads out 
a letter from Rajalakshmee : 
My mate, you were moonlight 
where I am the night 
You vanished, closing 
the petals of the lily which were my eyes. 
Bereft of you, I have turned 
to a maid without jewels 
You took away all the bliss 
from my domain. 
The letter ends recounting the past glory of Ayodhya and 


the harrowing distress eating away the core of vitality of its 
life. 


The letter cannot end as evening descends on the forestland 
and Seeta retires to her abode for rest. 


Rains come. Gangadhar depicts it in detail in the ninth canto. 
In his own way of associating man with nature, he describes 
Tamasha in relation to the condition of Seeta now in an 
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advanced state of pregnancy 
Tamasha inundated both its banks 
Crossing the land with quick streams 
Did her joy maintain no bounds 
Knowing that Seeta would be a mother soon ! 
The frogs croaked echoing the pain of Janakee 
And in her perched throat the Chatak 


prayed for the rains. 


The twin sons are born and Basaba, to demonstrate honour 
to the new-born babies, gave gun-salutes in thunder bolts. 
Married belles gave out the Hulahulee sound with their tongues 
between their lips. Trees and creepers pay homage with their 
flowers. In the rain-filled cornfield descended the bliss of peace. 
Clouds come down in the form of torrents. The palm raises 
its head to the sky to steal a wink at the new-born infants. 


In the tenth canto Gangadhar closely follows the details 
presented by Iswarchandra Vidyasagar in his Seetar Banabas. 
In the sixth chapter whereas Vidyasagar minutely analyses the 
complexities of incidents and mental conflicts of Rama, Seeta 
and their relations, Gangadhar remains happy with the narra- 
tion. The grand dramatic performance exhilarating both sub- 
stance and sequence in the Ramayana of Balmiki, is lost in 
Uttara Rama Charita or Seetar Banabas. The Tapaswinee of 
Gangadhar ends where Seetar Banabas of Vidyasagar begins. 
Laba and Kusa are taught Ramayana and archery, and by a 
single stroke of pen they are brought to a stage when they are 
eleven years old. 


In the last cunto the reader inhales a deep solace of peace, 
as he leans that Seeta estranged from the love of Rama and 
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living with last hope and waiting for her last days in despair, 
gets confidence back, learning of the deep’ impression left in 
the heart of Rama. 


Balmiki gets invitation from Raima to attend the Aswamedha 
Jjajna he has been celebrating in Ayodhya, and prepares to attend 
it with his disciples including Laba and Kusa. He is happy at 
the opportunity hoping that he would now work out to bring 
a reconciliation between Rama and Seeta. But providence has 
been mocking at his back. Little can he guess in his ecstasy 
of joy that his Ramayana would be a piece of great tragedy 
echoing through centuries to come and he would have to scribe 
in tears the deepest pain ever inflicted on an innocent woman. 


Such jajna could not be performed without a spouse and 
Seeta suspects Rama's infidelity in marrying a second wife. 
Gangadhar innovates that Seeta writes a letter that in such 
religious rites he might be distributing gifts to the poor as is 
customary and she being a destitute, prays for alms, not in gold 
or jewels but for a piece of information as to with what hymns 
his present spouse in her previous birth had meditated to have 
unique luck of being married to Rama. However she learns trom 
Laba and Kusa returning from a rehearsal of recitation of 
Ramayana that Rama has got an image of gold of Seeta carved 
for the rites. 


The whole episode is an adaptation from Seetar Banabas 
of Vidyasagar, except Seeta's letter writing. Vidyasagar strikes 
the deepest note of pathos in his seventh and eigth chapters 
gradually working out to the most tragic incident of Seeta falling 
dead at the instance of Rama to give another test of fidelity. 
in the midst of the vast gathering of princes, mendicants, 
soilders, subjects and the royal family. Vidyasagar, to lend to 
the epic grandeur of humanism, deviated from Balmiki Ramayana 
and has not described Seeta's disappearance into the womb of 
mother Earth. Probably Gangadhar, however, could not have 
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a better access to the last episode than that presented in 
Ramavana, where the feelings of Seeta strike the deepest note. 
Thus the parting scene is depicted by sage Balmiki. 


pitamaham puraskrtya sarva eva samagatah. 
aditya vasavo rudra visve deva marudganah. 
sadhyas ca devah sarve te sarve ca paramarsayah. 


nagah suparnah siddhas ca te sarve hrstamanash. 


sarvan samagatan drstva sita kasayavasini. 

abravit pranjalir vakyam adhodrstir avanmukhi. 

yathaham raghavad anyam mansapi na cintaye. 

tatha me madhavi devi vivaram datum arhati. 

manasa Karmana vaca yatha ramam samarcaye. 

tatha me madhavi devi vivaram datum arhati. 

yathaitat satyam uktam me vedmi ramat param na ca. 

tatha me madhavi devi vivaram datum arhati. 

tatha sapantyam vaidehyam pradur asit tad adbhutam. 

bhutalad utthitam divyam simhasanam anuttamam. 

dhriyamanam sirobhis tu nagair amitavikramaaih. 

divyam divyena vapusa divyaratnavibhusitaih. 

tasmims tu dharani devi bahubhyam grahya maithilim. 

svagatenabhinandyainam asane copavesayat. 

tam asanagatam drstva pravisantim raatalam. 

puspavrstir avicchinna divya sitam avakirat. 

sadhukaras ca sumahan devanam sahasotthitah. 
(Ramayana, 7.97.9.13-21) 


Gangadhar for reasons best known to him, however, lett the 
tragedy and did not attempt giving an abrupt ending to his epic. 
Probably the pathos was too unbearable. Even Bankimchandra. 
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the great pioneer in Bengali novel, had expressed his concem 
over the excess of it in the descriptions presented by Vidyasagar, 
in his Bibidha Prabandha. 


Darkness descends lowering the evening clouds. The eerie 
night spreads its wings like a raven. Seeta retires and a soothing 
peace lulls her to sleep. The reader sheds in tears at the 
forboding tragic end that looms large over her, still unconscious 
about the future of untold suffering and penance without a 
cause. 


Gangadhar says 


What harvest did yield her garden of 
devotion to her Lord 
She had nourished with tears of 
life-long suffering ? 
Neither flowers nor fruits 
adorned the shrubs, 
Darkness shrouded deep 
like evil eternal. 
He envisages her as one bright with an aura that self- 


renunciation and sacrifice lend, enthroned on a celestial pedastal 


for time immemorial and concludes the Tapaswinee heaving a 
deep sigh. 
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The falling-down from the pinacle of poetic excellence was 
rather too sudden for Gangadhar; Dr. Mayadhar Mansinha in 
his History of Oriya Literature attributes it to his chill penury. 
But shrouded in the glory of an enviable reputation of a 
successful poet enjoying the companionship of eminent littera- 
teurs his poverty had been sanctified. Though poor, the gates 
of fame were open unto him. He had long correspondences 
with the triumvir of Oriya Renaissance : Radhanath Roy the 
avant garde poet, Madhusudan Rao, the poet of devotional 
hymns, and Fakir Mohan Senapati, the great novelist, all 
members of the same milieu. Besides, he had contact with 
Nilamanee Bidya Ratna, the editor of the Urtkal Hitaisineec 
Biswanath Kar, the editor of the prestigious Oriya monthly the 
Utrkal Sahimna: Nanda Kishore Bal, the poet of pastoral poetry; 
Prof. B. C. Majumdar, the first historian of Orissan literature; 
Chintamani Mahanty, the poet of small epics; Lochan Prasad 
Pandey, the Hindi poet; Baikunthanath Pujari, a social reformist; 
Rama Sankar Roy, the dramatist, and to make the long list short, 
Madhusudan Das, C. LE. 


The Rajas of the time did not lag behind in their appreciation 
of his poetic genius. Sri Lakshmi Narayan Deb, M.R.A.S., 
M.B.D.M., the Jubaraj of Tikkali, the Raja of Dhanakot, the 
Raja of Lanjigarh, the Raja of Surangee and Raja Satchidananda 
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Tribhubana Deb of Bamanda patronised the poet with ovations. 
The zamindar of Padampur on 2nd November 1918 registered 
the gift of a village, Tendapadar, with certain amount of rent- 
free land in his name and made him its Gaontia the headman. 
The village was renamed as ‘Kabibara Pure’, the residence of 
a great poet. But this time he has been drawing a salary of 
Rs. 35.00 per month. 


Gangadhar by this time was attending political meetings 
convened to formulate a separate state for Orissa. He was given 
an enthusiastic reception by the students of Ravenshaw College, 
the premier college of Orissa, for his valuable contribution to 
Oriya literature. 


But Gangadhar was coming down the hill of his sanguine 
ingenuity too quickly than expected. 


In 1918 Gangadhar published Arghya Thalee, a collection 
of short lyrical poems and songs. It consisted of devotional 
prayers, elegies, satires and epigrams. The first song ‘Bhakti’ 
indicates complete self-renunciation and merging of self with 
the supreme Lord. It is similar in its philosophy with the first 
song of the Geetanjalee of Tagore and is zealously sung at 
functions celebrating Gangadhar's deah anniversaries. It is a 
beautiful poem too, but loses much in translation 

O life of the universe ! 

I should not address thee 
as the Ocean of Kindness; 
Since a drop of it 
is deep as the unfathomable ocean. 


My lord ! I should not count 


beads in thy prayer ; 
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Could one dare the multitudes of planets 
crowding in that rosary ! 
Thou hast not injected 
enough stamina in me 
To smear my forehead 
with the dust at thy feet, 
Particles of which being innumerable millions 
of the suns and the moons. 
I have no offerings 
with what I might worship thee 
For whatever 1 find is thy gift 
thou hast bestowed graciously. 
It's a sin I consider 
to offer back 
The presentation received 
to the giver. 
But my ego is 
absolutely mine 
I relinquish it at thy feet 


O imy supreme Lord ! 


Gangadhar looks at the world as an abode of Ananda, the 


ultimate joy. Atma, the soul, detached from Paramatma, God, 
is immortal and finally would merge with Him. 


He sings in his Amrutamavya 


I, a drop from the ocean of immortality 


abandoning its soaring high, 
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Dropping down I have mingled 
with its stream. 
While flowing down to the destination 
even if I evaporate in the heat of the sun. 
Down shall I come as a drop of dew 
and joining the eternal stream 
merge with the ocean. 
In Meadhuw Maya he is full of ecstasy 
Oh my life ! behold the universe 
with nectar full to the brim 
Its sweet trickling would extinguish 
the flame of fear of sinful death. 
He ushers in knowledge to kill ignorance, because ignorance 
is the pit of all pains. It is like the sting of a snake that takes 
away the taste of life and is best cured by anti-venomous 


treatment which is knowledge. This song is read almost as a 
sermon. 


Some of the songs like ‘Nara o mayur’ (the man and the 
peacock), ‘Khadyota ra kheda’ (the confession of the firefly). 
“Bukya beera o karma beera’ (The demagouge and the worker), 
‘Surya prati deepa’ (the lamp to the sun) are epigrammatic in 
style and quizzical in sense. 


Elegies written on the death of Radhanath Roy, Madhusudan 
Ruo and Fakir Mohan Senapati appear to be celebrating the 
occasions with emotional outbursts. 


His satirical poems are ‘Ganeshnka atmakatha’ (The 
soliloquy of Ganesh) ‘Pretara anutap’ (The sorrow of the ghost), 
‘Tara surya’ (The stars and the sun). 
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Patriotic poems include ‘Udbodhana'’, (An address composed 
on the occasion of Utkal sammilanee) ‘Naba barsa’ (The new 
year), ‘Matru bhumi’ (The mother-land), and ‘Malaya abahana’ 
(the welcome to the spring-wind). 


The long poems ‘Panchayat’ and ‘Bidura prajagare’ are 
didactic in nature and make tiresome reading. 


The last volume of poems Kabitamala is the result of 
gleaning from periodic compositions and does not speak much 
of the poet except that he has been turning now to intellect 
rather than to inspirations. He had cultivated a cute angle of 
vision towards life. Probably his soul had been yearning for 
an ever-lasting peace. 


As late as in 1921, Gangadhar published a volume of vérse 
Krushaka Sangeeta on methods of cultivation of agricultural 
products. In his preface to this, he justified his action saying 
that Bodasambar Dharadheeswar Rai Bahadur Sreeman Lal 
Rajendra Singh Bariha Mohodaya had encouraged him to write 
such a collection. His argument was that the country needed 
the promotion of agriculture and Gangadhar's verse would be 
very much suitable for the uplift. The methods of cultivation 
depicted herein are authentic and educative but, alas, no royat 
was literate enough to read his book of verse as his guide. 


Like all good poets Gangadhar too failed in presenting a 
stylish prose composition. Dr. Mayadhar Mansinha. however, 
is very loud in praising his renderings. But comparing them 
with that of Madhusudan's archaic style or Fakir Mohan's 
colloquial, one could feel the difference. 


His own autobiography is short, uninformational and sketchy. 
Similar are the biographies of Nrupalal Singh, zamindar of 
Barpali and Kashinath Panda. A dialogue between Hope and 
Diffidence over the death of Fakir Mohan is unimpressive. A 
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short essay on the music of the sphere is very unscientific. But 
the prose compositions reflect the trend prevalent in Sambalpur 
area. 

Gangadhar's [letters to his friends and relatives exhibit a 
restrained tone and clarity. 
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Sambalpur has an age-old rich history and heritage. The Greek 
geographer Ptolemy, in the middle of the second century A.D., 
refers in his book Geographike to a town named Sambalaka 
situated on the bank of Manda, which may be identified with 
Sambalpur and Mahanadee respectively. In medieval Tibetan 
literature the territory of Sambal has been described in Uddiyan. 
We gather from Bstangvur Catalogue that Indra Bhuti, one of 
the eighty-four traditional siddhas of India and the propounder 
of Bajrajana Buddhism was the Raja of Uddiyana. In the middle 
of the seventeenth century French traveller Travernier referred 
to Summulpur as a region rich in diamonds obtained {trom the 
most ancient mines. The historian Edward Gibbon (1737-1794) 
in his Decline and Fall of Roman Empire states that Rome was 
being supplied with diamonds from the mines of Samelpur in 
Bengal. 


The district was long under Gond and Binjhal chiefs before 
historical dynasties like Gangas, Kadambas and Chouhans 
appeared und became rulers of its different regions. The 
Chouhan rule was cmmbled by the onslaught of the British 
imperialism. Surendra Sai, a scion of the dynasty, led the people 
of this district against the British at the time of the Sepoy mutiny 
of 1857 and continued the struggle long after till 1864, when 
the mutiny had collapsed in the rest of India. 
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This district is thick with forest with a large variety of wild 
life. One of its waterfalls. Pradhanpat, captures the imagination 
of the poets and writers at large. The plains yield rich paddy. 
some of the varieties being the finest in India. The weaving 
in cotton tessar and silk with ‘tie and dye’ pattern hus heen 
recognized as the most artistic designs from the looms of its 


skilful weavers. 


Long before the introduction of any regular script in India. 
ancient man has left at Bikram Khol on the wall of a cave 
pictograph writing still undeciphered. During the medieval 
period Sambala was a seat of Tantric Buddhism and Lakshmink- 
ara, sister of Indrabhuti, was its chief promoter. The Sambare 
Tantra was translated into Chinese by Jayadratha of Lanka 
(modern Sonepur). 


The first regular Oriya epic however appeared in 1745. 
Gopala Telenga wrote his Adhyatma Ramayan on palm teaf 
manuscript. Bhima Dhibara wrote Kapata Pasa still popular 
today. Gangadhar Misra had composed a historical kavya. 
Kosalananda kavya in Sanskrit. Bhima Bhoi, born blind in the 
village of Kankan Pada of Rairakhol in 1855, took to Alekha 
cult and wrote Stuti Chintamani embodying the Mahima 
Dharma. 


It was Gangadhar Meher born in 1862, seven years after the 
birth of Bhima Bhoi, who brought honour to this land which 
was so long branded as an inhabitation of primitives dovoid 
of any sense of fine arts. Gangadhar however never knew this 
mendicant-poet who had already captured the imagination of 
the people through his bhajans, preaching the message of 
Mahima Gosain of Alekha Cult. 


Nonetheless, Gangadhar symbolises the ethos of Suambalpur. 
The sylvan nature depicted as backdrop of his kavya is a 
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reflection of this district. His characters think and behave like 
the Rajas and the Ranees and their trains of his time. 


Gangadhar saw the universe as acquisition of delight, 
exhultation and exhilaration of spirit. Some of his critics 
compare him with Wordsworth's skylark who soars high to sing 
the song of joyousness to the sky. Gangadhar hated lewdness 
and vulgarity of all kinds. It was due to this that he rejected 
his first kavya Rasa Ratnakar, where he, following the footsteps 
of Upendra Bhanja, déscribed some conjugal scenes to an 
extent. He of course exercised restraint whenever the need for 
it arose and checked them from turning into obscene ones. To 
this date Rasa Ratnakar has not been included in his volume 
of complete works. It was Bhagabana Meher, his son, who 
retrieved the manuscript and has included it in the biography 
of his father, written by him, to satisfy a curious reader. 


Gangadhar is not a satelite to Radhanath. He cast off all 
influences from outside exercised on him in his earlier poetry 
and stood on his own. And that is how he could build up the 
super-structure of a mini-epic in Tapaswinee. 


Gangadhar as a patriot owed his allegiance to Orissa and 
Oriya language. He was against the introduction of Hindi as 
the court language in Sambalpur. When Sir Andrew Traser, the 
Chief Commissioner, visited Sambalpur in July 1901, prominent 
persons in the district met him and demanded that if it was 
thought impossible to have Oriya as the language of one district 
in the Central Province they would prefer to be transferred to 
Orissa. Gangadhar had been writing poems inciting the people 
and adding fuel to the flames of this agitation. His oft-quoted 
lines run thus 


If he, in whose heart 
there is no love for 


the mother-tongue and motherland, 
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Is considered wise, 


where would fools be lodged ? 


The Chief Commissioner recommended, the same year. in 
a despatch to the Government of India the separation of Sam- 
balpur. But the Government was not prepared then to transfer 
the district to Bengal of which Orissa formed a part. Oriya was, 
however, restored as the official language and the court 
language in 1903. 


Gangadhar was juviliant over it and glorified the victory of 
the people in a song then published in the Hitaisinee 
Because the vision of Sambalpur 
unveiled itself 
Surmounting the hurdles 
shé could join with Utkal, 
And like the moon emerging 


from the jaws of Rahu 


She could escape 
from the clutches of Hindi. 


Gangadhar was a social reformer. After the death of his first 
wife Shanta Dei in an epidemic of cholera in 1897. which took 
the toll of about a thousand souls, he had to rear his two sons 


and two daughters. After the lapse of two years he remuaitied 
Champabatee Dei, a widow. 


He composed an eulogy for queen Empress Victoria and an 
elegy on the death of King Emperor Edward VII. In the same 
strain he welcomed Spring putting a double meaning into it, 
so that it could mean as a welcome to Mahatma Gandhi. 
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In 1917 Gangadhar retired from the government service at 
the age of 55. In 1918 he was offered a private service by 
Suryodaya Singh of Barapli, his native village, which he 
accepted. Here he began attending to various conflicts arising 
out of the caste system. Aggrieved persons came to him to seek 
relief and he could settle matters between the contending parties 
without referring them to authorities. This enraged the zamindar 
and Gangadhar resigned his job on 25 August 1923. Hereafter 
he convened a Mahashava of Mehers. Some of his enemies tried 
to disrupt it throwing filth on the assembly. However, he could 
pass a resolution for the reconstitution of his society, which 
holds good even today. 


In April 1924 Gangadhar suddenly fell ill. It was not possible 
to remove him to the only hospital at Sambalpur on bullock 
cart. The road was rough and kuchha. 


Gangadhar knew that his last hours had come. His last words 
reveal detachment from the world. He said, ‘I was a shrub of 
medicine in all my life. May God's will be done.’ 
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Gangadhar Meher (1862 - 1924). o celebroted 
Oriyo poet and social reformer, wos born at 
Barpali. then in Madhya Pradesh but now in Orisso. 
in o poor weaver's fomily. Struggling ogainst the 
chilling penury, he grosped what little education 
wos available then. Gradually he entered into the 
areno of literary creation and built up a literary 
edifice quite astounding both in form and feeling. 
Probobly the most significont feature of his 
epical creations is the treatment of nature as on 
animate sympothertic spirit almost in all his 
kavyos. The sylvan nature — hills and dales, forests 
and rivers — is not a mere perspective of his kavyas 
but a part of the humon delight, exultation and 
exhiloration. 


Dr Binod Chandra Naik, formerly Principal of 


Brojrajnagar College and President of Orissa Sahitya 
Akademi, is a well-known ltiteraty critic in Oriya. 
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